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Introduction 
Communication must be seen not only as one 
of the supporting elements for environmental 
management but also integral to the effort.. 
Without it, all environmental efforts will 
be threatened. Carvalho (2009) states that 
communication plays a central role in shaping 
our understanding of nature and the role of 
humans in it. Environmental problems are not 
only related to its destruction but also related to 
its utilization by society. Ecotourism is one of 
the interesting studies in this regard.

In recent years, much attention has been 
paid to eco-tourism because of its environmental 
conservation potential. Ecotourism is one 
of the most popular  and fastest-growing 
segment of tourism. There are no reliable 
statistics on the number of nature tourists and 
the growth  of ecotourism, but it is growing 
faster than mainstream tourism (Makian & 
Hanifezadeh, 2021). Ecotourism can channel 
tourism revenue to support nature reserves and 
provide alternative sources of income for local 

communities  so that they can reduce their 
dependence on the exploitation of wildlife and 
natural ecosystems. In addition, ecotourism can 
help transmit traditional ecological knowledge 
and raise public awareness of the environmental 
crisis in marginal areas of the world (Li et 
al., 2022). This can be realized through good 
communication between tour guides and eco-
tourists.

Sumardjo (2014) states that communication 
is the process of conveying messages between 
humans. The message can be a person’s 
thoughts or feelings towards another person 
by using language as a tool. The purpose of 
communication is to change behavior (cognitive, 
affective, and psychomotor) so that  there is a 
common meaning of an object or condition 
between the parties. 

Communication can   build, develop and 
change human opinions, perceptions, and views 
about concepts in resource and environmental 
management (Newell et al., 2005). Environmental 
communication expert, Cox (2013) said that 
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environmental communication is a pragmatic 
and constitutive means of providing an 
understanding of the environment to the public. 
Cox (2013) gave an example of the relationship 
between humans and nature, which is a medium 
for understanding environmental issues and  
environmental protection (Fahmi, 2019). Martín-
de Castro et al (2016) and Ki et al (2022) state 
that environmental communication is defined 
as “The relationship between communication 
practices and environmental affairs”. Many cases 
show that e proper application of communication 
science can prevent problems in society. 
Therefore, this research is  necessary to assist 
tour guides properly communicate the Nyarai 
ecotourism environment  to eco-tourists.

Buergelt & Paton (2014) explain that 
communication can build, develop, and 
change human opinions, opinions, perceptions, 
and views about concepts in resources and 
environmental management; develop a positive 
attitude towards the development of human 
ecology and develop human behaviour in line 
with the latest principles of human ecology. 
According to Wesley et al (2017), the most 
important soft skill in tourism is communication. 
Ecotourism actors, especially tour guides as 
communicators, need to provide meaning about 
the Nyarai ecotourism environment and then 
communicate to ecotourists so they can then 
understand what kind of ecotourism they are 
aiming for so that developing an area into an 
ecotourism location can be realized. To provide 
this meaning, local wisdom is an important 
component to protecting an environment. 
Yenrizal (2017) states that local wisdom to 
protect the environment in each region is one of 
the roles of environmental communication.

To better understand, conceptualize 
and achieve the multidimensional concept 
of communication skills, this paper aims 
to investigate the literature and propose a 
measurement scale adapted to the modern 
tourism workplace (Cuic Tankovic et al., 
2022). Perceptions about the environment are 
largely determined by the cultural context, 
vision, lifestyle, and value judgments 

obtained through communication, according 
to the Working Paper of the Working Party on 
Development Cooperation and Environment, 
1999 page 8 (Oepen & Hamacher, 1999). To 
develop an effective environmental message, 
communicators need to outline objectives, 
identify stakeholders, define key messages, and 
identify communication methods to disseminate 
information (Reynolds et al., 2015). Developing 
environmental messages, of course, is closely 
related to the ecological wisdom of the local 
society. Aswita et al (2018) explain that 
ecological wisdom is  ecological intelligence 
is a traditional  society’s understanding of the 
carrying capacity of nature which is manifested 
in concrete actions to protect the environment in 
which they live (sustainability).

The Regulation of the Minister of Home 
Affairs Number 33/2009 concerning “Guidelines 
for the Development of Ecotourism in the 
Regions, in West Sumatra” lists several very 
attractive ecotourism locations. One of them is 
the Nyarai Salibutan Ecotourism, which is a type 
of forest ecotourism, namely in the Gamaran 
Forest area. This ecotourism has been open to 
tourists since 2013. Recently, this ecotourism 
location was one of the 75 best tourist villages 
in the 2023 Best Indonesian Tourism Village 
Award by the Ministry of Tourism and Creative 
Economy.

With the opening of the Gamaran Forest  
eco-tourism area, the local community has new 
livelihoods, including as tour guided. Of the 27 
tour guides registered with the LA Adventure 
POKDARWIS (Tourism Awareness Group) that 
manage this area, none of them  communicated 
to the research team about the ecotourism 
attractions in the Nyarai Salibutan area. They  
just show the way and only answer if asked. 
Before the trip started, the guide only explained 
that the Nyarai Waterfall was approximately 
5.5 km from the location of the post. As stated 
by an ecotourist named Andri (25 years, March 
12, 2022, 17 00 WIB), all the way to Nyarai 
Waterfall, the guide was just silent. Contrary to 
what was written (Perera, 2022), just walking in 
forests or natural areas is not ecotourism.
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When we arrived at a location where there 
were banners, the guide stopped and told us to 
look around. Ecotourism prioritizes  education 
of ecotourists. Rawat (2022) defines ecotourism 
as responsible visits to protected natural areas, 
promoting the welfare of local communities and 
education for tourists. In this case, the education 
component would be fulfilled by the explanation 
given by the guide to eco-tourists. Besides 
educating tourists, ecotourism also boosts 
the local community’s economy. As Wiratno 
wrote, the alternative income that communities 
earn from ecotourism is an effective way to 
protect natural parks from illegal activities 
(Wiratno et al., 2022). Ecotourism can generate 
tourism revenues to support nature reserves and 
provide alternative sources of income for local 
communities to reduce their dependence on the 
exploitation of wildlife and natural ecosystems. 
In addition, ecotourism can help transmit 
traditional ecological knowledge and increase 
public awareness of the crisis environment 
in marginal regions of the world (Li et al., 
2022). This can be realized through good 
communication between tour guides and eco-
tourists. Sumardjo (2014) states that, in essence, 
communication is the process of conveying 
messages between humans. By using language, 
the message can be a person’s thoughts or 
feelings toward another person. The purpose 
of communication is to change behaviour 
(cognitive, affective, and psychomotor) so that 
there is a common meaning of an object or 
condition between the parties communicating.

Therefore, in this article, the authors 
focus on the meaning of the environmental 
components of the Nyarai ecotourism to 
the local community. This meaning is the 
ecological wisdom of the local community. 
This message will then be used in effective 
environmental communication by ecotourism  
Nyarai guide. With this message, it is hoped 
that ecotourism guides can convey ecotourism 
educational messages to ecotourists in a better 
and more structured manner.

Methods
This research was conducted through a qualitative 
approach because it allows researchers to obtain 
a holistic view of the field. The emphasis is on 
a phenomenon’s interpretive aspects (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). This research uses a 
hermeneutic-oriented approach, later known as 
the interpretive approach. The breakthrough of 
Geertz’s interpretive method can be summarized 
in two ways. First, interpretation must be based 
on a “thick description” of social phenomena 
or events. Second, the goal of interpretation 
is to find and understand the views, beliefs, 
and explanations of social actors from their 
perspective. This goal can only be achieved if the 
researcher  establishes a close relationship with 
the society he is studying (Titchkosky, 2015). With 
this interpretive approach, Geertz sees culture as 
a system of meaning that must be understood 
semiotically, namely as webs of significance or 
patterns of meaning manifested as symbols so 
that an analysis of them must be interpretive, 
namely to explore and discover meaning behind 
what people do, and the significance of their 
rituals, structures, and beliefs for all life and 
thought (Pals, 2006). 

Researchers seek to find and evaluate 
how the people of Nagari Salibutan interpret 
and understand the environment of the 
Gamaran forest in their area, which is then 
opened and developed into an ecotourism 
location. This research focuses on exploring 
the meaning  Nagari Salibutan society assigns 
to environmental components through an 
interpretive approach which is one of the 
qualitative studies. Researchers found that the 
society assigned abiotic, biotic, and cultural 
meanings to their environment.

The research location was the Nagari 
Salibutan, Lubuk Alung. This location was 
chosen because Nyarai Salibutan is the first 
Nagari Forest area in West Sumatra to be 
managed as an ecotourism area. Based on social 
forestry business development data from the 
West Sumatra Provincial Forestry Service, as 
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of May 2020  4 locations utilized forests as 
ecotourism: y Nyarai Salibutan Ecotourism, 
which opened in 2014,  is the oldest, followed by 
Ranah Pantai Cermin Ecotourism which opened 
in 2017, Harau Ecotourism which also opened 
in 2017 and Padang VII Ecotourism which 
opened in 2018. Nyarai Salibutan was opened 
independently by the people in 2013 but only 
managed to get permits in 2014.  A license from 
the  Nagari Forest Management Rights (NFMR) 
body designated the Nyarai as an ecotourism 
area, meaning that it lowered its status from a 
protected forest to a Nagari forest. 

Informants in this study were selected using 
a purposive sampling technique. According to 
Sugiyono (2018), purposive sampling has certain 
considerations for selecting the informants.  
1) 12 people from Nagari; 2) 2 people from 
Nyarai Tourism Manager (POKDARWIS LA 
Adventure); 3) 1 person from the Agency of 
Nagari Forest Management; 4) 1 person from 
Wali of Nagari Salibutan; 5) 2 people from 
Kapalo Mudo Nagari Salibutan, 6) 10 people 
ecotourists; 7) 1 Forestry Extension Officer; 
and 8) 1 Forestry Office of West Sumatra. The 
total number of informants in this study was 30 
people. The names of the informants have been 
changed to protect their privacy.

The analysis of data from interviews and 
observations was carried out continuously since 
the start of the study. Data and findings that are 

considered important are immediately tested 
through further data collection, especially in 
certain cases. Data processing is carried out 
using coding, through the Open coding stage, 
immediately after collection. Focusing on  data 
and determining code labels for themes in 
axial coding is when the researcher begins to 
organize a series of initial codes or previous 
concepts by questioning causation, conditions 
and interactions, strategies and processes, and 
looking for categories or concepts that can be 
grouped (Mohajan & Mohajan, 2022). Then,  
selective coding stage is carried out on the 
collected data and code.

Results
 Four (4) groups of meanings were given by e 
society regarding the environmental components 
of Nyarai Ecotourism: (1) meaning based on 
previous stories; (2) meaning based on existing 
reality; (3) meaning based on the value system 
in society; and (4)  meaning  due to government 
policies that turn forest areas into ecotourism 
areas. This article will further describe the 
meaning based on the value system of the local 
society. Each meaning will be explained in a 
different article. Society understands and obeys 
the rules when entering a forest area. These rules 
have strict customary sanctions, as explained in 
more detail in Table 1.

Figure 1: Nyarai Salibutan waterfall in the region of Gamaran forest - Lubuk Alung
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It can be seen that any meaning given by the 
local community to environmental components 
in the Nyarai area is always accompanied 
by sanctions. This is generally done because 
they want to protect the ecosystem through   
community wisdom. From the theory of symbolic 
interpretation by Clifford Geertz (Shweder, 
2010) we can surmise that the meaning given by 
the local community regarding environmental 
components in the Nyarai area is an interpretive 
view of culture as a system of inherited 
conceptions (from previous generations) and 
expressed in symbolic terms with the help of 
human culture communicating, preserving and 
developing knowledge and attitudes towards 
life.

The meaning given by the local community 
regarding environmental components in the 

Nyarai Salibutan area can be interpreted as 
culture. As explained by Geertz (2008), the 
concept of culture is a historically transmitted 
pattern of meaning embodied in symbols, an 
inherited system of concepts expressed in 
symbolic forms by which humans communicate, 
preserve, and develop their knowledge of life 
According to Geertz (2008), the cognitive system 
or knowledge system in culture is a form of 
representation of existing realities, such as the 
map of the island of Sumatra which is a model 
of the island of Andalusia. The structure in 
the cognitive system shows how the shape of 
the symbol structure is adapted to the original 
or physical structure. Geertz (1992) gives an 
example that understanding the culture of a 
society is showing its fairness without narrowing 
down its specificity.

Table 1: Ecological wisdom and the meaning based on the value system understood by local society

No Ecological Wisdom The Meaning Based on a Value System Understood by Local Society

1 Does not damage the 
forest ecosystem

Based on the results of an interview with Husein (48 years) stated that anyone 
who wants to enter the Nyarai area is not permitted to damage the ecosystem 
in the Nyarai tourist area. If proven detrimental, customary sanctions will be 
given in the form of material fines. 

2. Maintain behaviour 
while in the forest

Based on  an interview with Ema (39 years) stated that in the Nyarai area, 
e no bathing naked, no shouting, and no carrying out anything that is in the 
Nyarai is allowed. The  Nyarai is in the middle of a forest, so it’s not just 
humans in the forest, as there are many other creatures.  Mrs Ani (24 years). 
said that if you enter the forest area in Nyarai, you must follow the rules, 
because there are many types of animals in the forest. Especially tigers which 
will be annoyed  if disturbed by humans who don’t follow the rules. Tourists 
who do not have good intentions, such as bathing naked, talking carelessly, 
and being alone with non-muhrim, will receive a reprimand from nature.

3. Rules about catching 
birds

Yudi (30 years) stated that in this area it is not permitted to shoot or trap 
birds. Those caught will be given customary sanctions, usually in the form 
of monetary fines. Sunardi (56 years), stated that it is not permissible to 
shoot birds indiscriminately in the Nyarai, as they are are a  protected. Local 
residents understand that it is not allowed to shoot birds. However, people 
who are not local to the are usually have to be informed of the rules before 
they enter the Nyarai area.

4. Rules for collecting 
goods in forest areas.

There was once a case of tourists taking stones to make ring stones around the 
Nyarai waterfall and then taking them home. The tourists were warned  in a 
dream to return the stones. This indicates that Nyarai tourism has its taboos. 
The myths that exist in the Nyarai waterfall are not much different from 
other areas. Those who have bad intentions will suffer bad consequences. 
However, Nyarai tourism is quite friendly for visitors, such as being able to 
pick fruit or catch fish. 
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 The evaluative system or cultural value 
system is also called the model, this model does 
not represent an existing reality, but a reality that 
must be formed or realized. The meeting point 
between the two existing systems (cognitive 
and evaluative) made possible by this symbol 
is called the system of meaning. Through 
meaning an intermediary, symbols can translate 
knowledge into values, and can also translate a 
set of values into a knowledge system (Rosidah, 
2011). Symbols or signs can be seen as concepts 
that are considered by humans as characteristics 
of something that has a logical-analytic nature 
or through associations in thoughts or facts. A 
symbol is an object that has  meaning by the 
reality of human life so that the meaning is 
indirectly given by the man himself. So, what 
forms a religious system is a series of sacred 
symbols that are intertwined into an orderly unit, 
the types of symbols that are seen by society as 
something very sacred are very diverse, but the 
sacred symbols that are staged not only have 
positive value but also negative value. These 
symbols not only indicate the existence of good 
but also indicate the existence of evil (Geertz, 
1992).

Symbols can be objects, events, sounds or 
voices, and writings or sculptural images formed 
and given meaning by humans. Symbols or signs 
can be seen as concepts that have characteristics 
that contain the quality of logical analysis or 

through the association of thoughts and facts 
(Sudikan, 2007). It can be understood in this 
case that symbols carry messages that contain 
meanings that encourage one’s thoughts and 
actions. Through meaning as an intermediary, 
symbols can translate knowledge into values, 
and can also translate a set of values into a 
knowledge system. Symbols are objects that 
have meaning in the reality of human life.

Each culture has a core that is directly 
related to its adaptation to the environment. 
The essence of culture is the division of 
labour or the model of organizing work in 
society, the number of inhabitants and their 
reproduction, as well as the mechanisms for 
regulating settlements and residences. Cultural 
ecology explains how human populations 
adapt to environmental conditions by focusing 
on behaviour at the core of culture, which 
considers how religious systems, social values, 
knowledge and technology systems, political 
styles, kinship systems, and several other 
factors influence ways of life. In other words, a 
society that ultimately allows them to adapt to 
their environment. Sutton and Anderson (2020); 
Putra et al (2023) state that the cultural ecology 
approach is to understand the environment as 
something separate from culture. Both culture 
and the environment are in a holistic whole in 
a dialectical process that influences or “causes 
each other”. Two important ideas included 

Figure 2: Prohibition on catching fish species such as gariang, long, kulari, mungkuh, and basi in Gamaran 
Forest
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in the concept of “mutual causation” are that 
environment and culture are not something 
that simply exists as two ontologically separate 
things, or as an independent order and the active 
role of the environment in collective cultural 
forms and changes. 

Based on research conducted, before 
changes were made to make community forests 
ecotourism locations, forests were places where 
people made a living, one of which was by 
utilizing forest products. Even the existing 
ecotourism guide used to work as an illegal 
logger. From there we can see that humans 
adapt to changes in their environment. The 
customs that exist in the community continue 
as usual, without any changes since the entry 
of ecotourists to their area of residence. From 
the meaning given by the community to the 
environmental components in the Nyarai 
Ecotourism area, based on the values understood 
by the community, it can be surmised  that in 
ecotourism activities, which are communicative 
events, this meaning can be conveyed by 
tour guides as messages in environmental 
communication to eco-tourists.

Conclusion
It can be concluded that the environmental 
component of Nyarai ecotourism can be based 
on the values shared by the local community. 

This is what is called ecological wisdom. 
Implementation of this understanding is one of 
the efforts to protect the ecosystem. This meaning 
can be conveyed by tour guides as one of the 
messages in environmental communication to 
ecotourists.
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